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What Happened?

A recent outbreak of norovirus,
affecting at least 26 people, has been
linked to an ill food worker at a local
Tri-Cities restaurant (Restaurant A).
After two weeks of investigation, the
Benton-Franklin Health District
determined that an ill food worker
likely spread the virus to diners
through preparation of bar drinks.

The Health District oversees that safe
food is served to the community and
often receives complaints of a single
person getting ill after eating food.
This report, detailing the norovirus
outbreak at Restaurant A, gives a
glimpse into how the Health District
investigates when a foodborne
outbreak occurs—or in other words,
when multiple reports of illness are
received relating to a common food or
common restaurant. This report will be
used as an educational tool for
inspectors and local food
establishments looking to prevent
future foodborne outbreaks in our
community.
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NOROVIRUS

is the leading cause of
foodborne illness in the
United States. It causes
58% of foodborne
illnesses acquired and
costs about
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Remediation efforts focused primarily on two areas—improving employee illness policies
and reducing bare-hand contact with bar garnishes. During the investigation, it was
noted that the infectious employee who worked on Friday, the night most ill patrons ate,
returned to work less than 12 hours after they had an episode of diarrhea that same
weekend. This indicated that while illness policies on paper were strongly adherent to
code, additional training was necessary to improve illness reporting and exclusion culture
in the facility. The Health District conducted an educational visit with the staff, worked
with the facility to strengthen their illness policies, and asked the facility to retrain staff
on the new policies.

Bare hand contact with bar garnishes was also identified as a potential gap in this facility.
Time constraints often drive bartenders to skip using ice scoops or barriers, like
toothpicks or tongs, to apply drink garnishes, Bartenders interviewed stated that
garnishes were sometimes handled with bare hands. Some reported a particular practice
with mint that involved slapping mint leaves between their two palms to “open up” the
cells of the mint leaves before adding them to a drink. Because norovirus has an
extremely low infectious dose (<20 viral particles), even incidental hand contact like this
can lead to spread of the virus if the bartender is infectious, as was suspected in this case.
The facility was asked to review all of their bare hand contact procedures with bartenders,
with specific emphasis on changing practices like the mint procedure, as well as
increased monitoring of bartenders during busy times.
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WHAT HAPPENS
AFTER AN
OUTBREAK?

The impact of an outbreak is heavy on
everyone involved and can often be felt
long after the outbreak is over. In this
case, the 26 patrons who fell ill likely
lost time from work or spent money

visiting the doctor or Emergency
Department. The restaurant likely lost
revenue through closure, staff time, and
food disposal, and the Health District
spent an estimated 300 hours of staff
time on intake, investigation, control,
and remediation of this outbreak.
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Overall, a lot of time (and money) has
been invested in this outbreak, While
all of the time, effort, and collaboration
between the public, the Health District,
and the restaurant were necessary to
immediately slow the spread of this
outbreak, the Health District will follow
up with the facility in coming months
to ensure that remediation efforts are
still in place. Inspectors have
conducted two educational visits at the
facility and will return to a routine
compliance schedule with the facility
soon.
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NOROVIRUS RESOURCES

Come visit the Benton-Franklin Health District's newly redesigned website at
www.bfhd.wa.gov where you can access these Norovirus related resources and more.
Fact sheets, publications and educational materials are being updated soon! To access

more norovirus resources, or learn more about norovirus symptoms,

prevention and trends, visit the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention here.

Impact of an Outbreak Norovirus Cleanup
infographic Fact Sheet
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https://www.bfhd.wa.gov/UserFiles/Servers/Server_10765972/File/Education/Norovirus%20Cleanup%20Infographic.pdf
https://www.bfhd.wa.gov/UserFiles/Servers/Server_10765972/File/Education/Norovirus%20Cleanup%20Infographic.pdf
https://www.bfhd.wa.gov/UserFiles/Servers/Server_10765972/File/Education/Outbreak%20Impact%20Infographic2.pdf
https://www.bfhd.wa.gov/UserFiles/Servers/Server_10765972/File/Education/Outbreak%20Impact%20Infographic2.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/norovirus/index.html
https://www.bfhd.wa.gov/

